Shakespeare and Religious Change is a collection of essays on the relationship between Shakespearean drama and the changing religious culture of post-Reformation England. As such, the book addresses the critical ferment of what has been one of the busiest and at times most contentious areas in Shakespeare studies over the past decade. Towards the end of the twentieth century, the study of Shakespeare and religion gained new life when the historical turn took a religious turn. Debora Shuger's often-quoted remark that 'religion during this period supplies the primary language of analysis' appeared in the new historicism's flagship monograph series and served as a manifesto for this development.
1
Although one still encounters an occasional claim that Shakespeare's plays illustrate a 'strangely timeless' Christianity, and although a theoretical approach to spirituality has begun to challenge historicism's hegemony, approaches to religion in Shakespearean drama since Shuger wrote have remained predominantly historicist in method, seeking to understand the relationship between these plays and the shifting landscape of post-Reformation English religion.
2
The religious turn in Shakespeare criticism has by now acquired its own history. In the 1980s and 1990s, E.K. Chambers's influential argument linking theater to a process of secularization began to lose favor.
3 Influenced instead by a prevailing historical orthodoxy usually traced to A.G. Dickens, critics initially concentrated on elucidating the Protestant purposes and thematics of the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. 4 In the most distinguished example of this work, Huston Diehl countered established ideas of the hostility between Protestantism and theater, portraying instead a vigorously reformist, Foxean theater in which text and image cooperated to produce a distinctively Protestant form of entertainment and instruction.
5 But significant work was done on other faith traditions as well. James Shapiro published his landmark study, Shakespeare and the Jews. Shakespeare's relation to Catholicism was studied in many quarters. Islam also received attention, particularly, in Shakespeare studies, through the confused category of the Moor. 6 The range of this work (not all of which was intended to challenge the secularization thesis) was well represented at the plenary session of the Shakespeare Association of America's conference in San Francisco in 1999. The panel comprised Diehl, who argued that Shakespearean comedy served Protestant disciplinary aims, Arthur Marotti, who spoke on Shakespeare and Catholicism, and Mary Fuller, who considered the significance of Islamic figures on the early modern stage. It was an important moment of professional recognition for a study that had come of age.
The same year, a conference at the University of Lancaster and at Hoghton Tower played a key role in changing the critical conversation. The Lancastrian Shakespeare conference, together with several important studies published in 1999, galvanized interest in Shakespeare's relationship to Catholicism. 7 The groundwork for an explosion in Catholic Shakespeare studies had been laid in part by revisionist historians like Eamon Duffy and Christopher Haigh, who earlier in the 1990s had challenged the received history of the Reformation, arguing for a greater persistence of Catholic belief than had previously been acknowledged.
8
Shakespeareans drew upon this new Catholic history as well as upon purported new evidence of Shakespeare's personal ties to Catholicism to produce a remarkable revival in Catholic Shakespeare studies. The results were anything but monolithic: they included the nostalgic Shakespeare associated with Stephen Greenblatt, the accommodationist Shakespeare of Arthur Marotti's 'muddled middle,' and the secretive, crypto-Catholic Shakespeare imagined by Richard Wilson and others. 9 Although the relationship of Shakespeare's plays to early modern Catholicism remains the subject of vigorous investigation, the idea of a consistently Catholic Shakespeare has not met with widespread acceptance.
10 Nor has the best of this work claimed to find such a consistency.
11 Rather, rejecting the strong tendency in early modern religion to think in terms of binary oppositions between Catholic and Protestant, Christian and Jew, and Christian and Muslim, it has stressed the surprising permeability of religious boundaries within an admittedly contentious and polarized environment. Our knowledge of theater's place in this environment has been increased particularly by the archival research of the Records of Early English Drama project, which since 1975
